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Lyndon Johnson had stayed close to tift 
mansion on Sunday, lie watched llie lat- 
est news from ihc Middle East but went 
to bed not expecting anything drastic to 
happen. 

The city settled down to a marvelously 
balmy night, one of those that should 
have been along several weeks before. 
Walt Roslow, Johnson’s special assistant 
. for national security affairs, even stayed 
home with his family and was ready to 
call it a day .. I p.m. 

There was no particular excitement in 
the Situation Room in the basement of 
_*) the White House’s West Wing. The men 
on duly monitoring the cable machines 
bringing in the secret dispatches from dip- 
lomats and intelligence sources were, of 
course, specially watchful because of the 
Middle East, but as midnight came and 
went there was nothing Lo alarm them. 

The phone beside Rostow’s bed jan- 
gled at 2:50. He noted down the time 
because he is trained to keep records of 
such limes. "We have an E.B.I.S. [For- 
eign 13 roadcasting Information Service, a 
C.I.A. monitoring operation] report that 
the U.A.R, has launched an attack on 
Israel,” came a husky male voice from the 
Situation Room 'Costow was immediately 
wide awake. " fo to your intelligence 
sources and call me back.” At 3 the phone 
rang and all the sources checked con- 
firmed the first flash. "O.K., I’m coming 
in,” said Rostow, who asked for a White 
House limousine to be sent to his home. 
Sunk in the back seat of the black Mer- 
cury as it sped through the deserted 
streets, Rostow began his calculations. 
^ First find out how it started. Then find 
out the precise situation on the ground 
and in the air. Determine who is involved. 
Finally, decide about waking President 
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By 3:25 he was in the Situation Room 
and on ihe phone to Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk aL home. "1 assume you’ve 
received the flash,” Rostow began. Rusk 
had. Rostow told the Secretary that he 
was gathering all the facts he could to 
h.tv c available whim he talked with John*- 
son. Rusk and Rostow agreed that if the 

preliminary information was true L.B.J. 
should be awakened in about one hour. 

At first the facts came in a trickle. There 
had been sirens heard in Tel Aviv, then in 
Cairo. The Situation Room tickers bring 
regular news reports in addition lo dis- 
patches from diplomats and intelligence 
operations. Tn the next minutes the. trickle 
of information began to swell. Tanks were 
reported in various locations. Then secret 
sources noted that a number of Arab air 
fields appeared to be inoperative and the 
pattern of attack began to emerge. The 
Israelis, whether first Lo strike or not, were 
moving hard and fast against the U.A.R. 
Air Forces. 

In the conference area of the Situation 
Room, a bleak chamber with a map of 
Vietnam still on the wall, Rostow picked 
up the phone. "I want lo get through to 
the President,” he said. "I wish him to be 
awakened.” 

A hundred yards away on the second 
floor of the darkened White House a white 
phone jingled. Lyndon Johnson, long ac- 
customed to calls in the night said simply, 
"Yes.” 

"Mr. President,” said his assistant. 
"This is Walt. I have the following to re- 
port. We have information that Israel and 
the U.A.R. are at war.” Johnson wanted 
to know the facts and Rostow r ran down 
them quickly, the President asking ques- 
tions throughout in the seven-minute con- 
versation that launched. Johnson into the 
tensest week of his presidency. 

He wanted to be certain that United 
States ambassadors implemented plans to 
get our citizens out of danger. And then 
he asked that every scrap of information 
be assembled and evaluated so he would 
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or men routed from their beds began to 
arrive. Press Secretary George Christian 
ami his assistant Tom Johnson were there 
shortly after 4:30. Clark Clifford, head of 
John.-oi’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory 
Board, came in to help with evaluation. 
Tins only thing that these men had done 
Before leaving their homes was to shave. 
.Now they needed a little sustenance. 1 he 
coffee machine which sits beside the spe- 
cial teletypes was stoked up. A man was 
sent out to the street Lo find a restaurant 
which would sell them/ some rolls. 

From his bedroom- Lyndon Johnson 
talked by phone with^psk and McNa- 
mara and then he summoned George 
Christian. Then some time around 8 on 
the Situation Room tickers came an elec- 
trifying message. The hot line between 
Washington and Moscow was about to 
b<- activated — by Moscow. It was to be 
the first official use of this crisis device. 
Immediately a Russian translator was 
summoned Lo the White House basement. 
Once again Rostow was on the phone to 
the President, telling him of this develop- 
ment. L.B.J., still in his bedroom, did not 
change expression as he heard the news, 
lie put down the phone and without a 
word of explanation to Christian, said, 
"We’ve got to go to the Situation Room.” 
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the U.A.R. made its wild charges that the 
i U.S. and British planes had helped Is- 
j rael. Over the hot line, Johnson and Kosy- 
gin gave assurances that neither was get- 
ting involved in the shooting. Hours later, 
as ihe course of the war became clear, 
Russia proposed a cease fire and Johnson 
answered its proposals with our own. 

On Wednesday morning came the tense 
moment when Johnson learned that the 
U.S. ship Liberty had been hit. Not know- 
■ ing yet what really had happened, the 
President ordered U.S. planes lo scramble 
to look for survivors and rushed a mes- 
sage to Kosygin explaining that the planes 
were not going lo battle. While that was 
clattering out lo Moscow, Israel admit- 
ted that it was responsible. Johnson, who 
was in the Situation Room, added this 
new informa tion. Kosygin -acknowledged 
it immediately. 

There were more than a dozen messages 
in this first, historic hot-line exchange. 
The President now keeps them all — his 
own messages, Kosygin’s messages in the 
original Russian with the translations on 
an opposite page — at his desk in a green 
notebook. 


By the Lime L.B.J. had taken his small 
elevator to the first floor, walked through 
ihe silent White House, the first brief 
message from Moscow, signed by Pre- 
mier Alexei Kosygin, was waiting in 
rough translation. Lyndon Johnson took 
iiio typed document. He settled down at 
the mahogany table and began lo formu- 
laic a reply. 

In his first message, Kosygin spoke of 
the terribly dangerous situation which 
had arisen in the Middle Last and the 
necessity that Russia and the U.S. not 
get involved. Johnson’s reply was cau- 
tious, echoing Kosygin’s position that .the 
two major powers should stay beyond the 
battle. The two men were feeling each 


oilier out. 
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